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CHAPTER I
THE PROBLEM AND DEFINITIONS OF TERMS USED
I.

STATEMENT OF THE PROBLEM

What is the importance of the classics in our lives
today?

In this age of the sputnik, the astronaut, and the

threat of war hanging heavy overhead; in this age of
materialism, speed, and mobility, what values can be derived
from reading works by men who lived some 2400 years ago?
Although this is admittedly an age of emphasis upon
science and mathematics, man must not lose sight of his ageold quest for knowledge, his search for truth in all areas
of learning.

As Matthew Arnold said,

11

Everywhere there is a

connexion; everywhere there is an illustration; no single
event, no single literature, is adequately comprehended
except in its relation to other events, to other literature"

(4:20).
II.

PURPOSE OF THE STUDY

This study attempted to (l) call attention to some of
the great classical writers, (2) show a relationship between
their beliefs, problems, and accomplishments and those of
man today, and (3) compare and contrast modern and classical
philosophies.

2

III.

DEFINITION OF TERMS USED

There are numerous definitions for the word
The Latin word

11

11

classis. 11

classic, 11 from which it is derived, originally

meant fleet and land army.

In very early times, the fleet

and land army was comprised of the leading citizens of Rome,
who had enough wealth to purchase their own arms and arm.or.
Since this group formed the nucleus of the army, the term
11

classici 11 was used to designate leading citizens in general.

From this point the use of the root word was extended to
other fields of distinction.

11

Thus the phrase

scriptor 11 was used to mean first-class writer.

classicus
As the Greek

and Roman culture spread, the term automatically referred to
those of ancient Greece and Rome.

Since that time, the

meaning of the words "classic" and "classical" has spread in
many directions, but its primary reference is to Greece and
Rome (16 :7-9).
~
11

Oxford English Dictionary defines

of the highest class, first order.

11

classic 11 as

A writer or literary

work of first rank and acknowledged excellence. 11
definition, Funk and Wagnall 1 s
~

English Language adds:

~

To this

Standard Dictionery .Q1

"Especially any literary or

artistic production of Greek or Roman genius. 11
Matthew Arnold would have us turn to Greek and Roman
literature and art for true examples of classics, but he
would not necessarily limit us to these.

11

I would only

3

counsel one to choose subjects of great actions, without
regarding to what time they belong. II

The greatest of actions,

he further states, are found 1n the ancient classics of
Greece and Rome (4:17).
T.

s.

Eliot believes

11

classic 11 means a maturity of

mind, maturity of manners, maturity of language, and perfection of common style (13:1-25).
For the purpose of this study, the word

11

classic 11 will

refer to works of the ancient Greeks and Romans.

IV.
What is man?

BACKGROUND OF THE STUDY
What is he doing and what has he done?

What is the world in which man lives made of?
.And what is knowledge?

What is truth?

These questions man has asked since

the beginning of his existence.
be answers to these questions?

Are there or will there ever
Perhaps not, but man will

continue asking them and continue seeking answers.
As the human race and civilization developed, so did
the spoken word.

Man learned through the language of his

time and place, and as his learning increased in scope, he
instinctively felt it necessary to form a written language
to convey his ideas to others.

The first civilizations we

have records of are those of the ancient East, dating back to
about 3500 B.C.

This study, however, will begin with

knowledge and its birth in the West.
Few of the earliest examples of man's written language

4

in the Western civilization are available for examination
today.

As early as 850 B.C., however, some of the world's

greatest literature was produced.

Because of the preserva-

tion of this Greek literature, succeeding generations have
soared to mountain tops through lyrics and witnessed the
perils of the battlefield and suffered mental anguish with
those persecuted by the gods through tragic poetry.

The

earliest beliefs held religion and superstition and the
power of the gods supreme.

But with man's increased know-

ledge, came doubt.

As he learned, he questioned the beliefs

of his ancestors.

He first attempted to study the nature of

the world.
being laid.

The bases for the humanities and science were
The fifth century B.C. Greek sophist, Protagoras,

expressed the future temper of his people in his statement,
"Respecting the gods, I am unable to know whether they exist
or do not exist 11 (28:671).
atheism and. perished at sea.

Protagoras was banished for
Not, however, before he had

given philosophy one of its most cherished treasures.
is the measure of all things 11 (28:671).

"Man

This was the begin-

ning of man's questioning the power of the gods, his seeking
strength and importance in himself.

This was the beginning

of a mental turmoil that man has wrestled with through the
ages.
One of the primary thoughts of the Greeks as they
analyzed their literature was whether or not the writer had
helped to make man better.

Was it a better life because this

5

man had written?

In Aristophanes' Frogs, one can find

examples of the strong moral tone in spite of the fact that
Aristophanes was a writer of comedy.

Aristophanes uses the

chorus to sermonize the characters as well as the audience.
11

First I demand that equality be restored among the citizens,

so that none may be disquieted:

If there be any whom the

artifices of Phrynichus have drawn into any error, let us
allow them to offer their excuses and let us forget these
old mistakes" (3:226).

In another instance, also in Frogs,

Aeschylus makes fun of his rival's verses and shows him up
as a corrupter of morals, a contemptible casuist.
11

Aeschylus:

Why, miserable man, the expression must always rise to the

height of great maxims and of noble thoughts.

Thus as the

garment of the demi-gods is more magnificent, so also is
their language more sublime.

I ennobled the stage, while

you have degraded it 11 (3:244).
It is generally admitted that the seeds of Western
civilization are found in Greece.

Yet it is seldom that

Greek literature in particular is acknowledged as that which
shows the progressive spirit and expresses the struggle of
the human soul toward freedom and nobility (26:3).
Greece is frequently called the mother of the West and
Rome the father.

The temperaments of these two great empires

were very different, and we have no greater evidence of this
than their literatures.

While the genius of Greece lay in

the warmth of its literature, art, and philosophy, the genius

6

of Rome lay in the strict discipline, ability in the fields
of engineering and mathematics, and the love of law and
order.

Organization might be considered the primary concern

of the Romans.

In Virgil's Aeneid, for example, the style is

clear, concise, almost abrupt in the description of events.
11

S0

Aeneas gives his fleet the rein, and at last glides in

to Euboic CUmae's coast.

They turn the prows seaward; the

ships grounded fast on the anchor-flukes, and the curving
sterns line the beach" ( 26: 244) •
It is a strange thing that for some reason the Greeks
of the sixth to the third centuries B.C. and the Romans of
the third to the first centuries B.C. produced better work
in the fields of science, medicine, law, mathematics, and

the humanities than any other civilization for a thousand
years.

In science they discovered many things concerning the

formation of the earth and the elements surrounding it; in
medicine they learned of the human anatomy; in law they made
great strides toward democracy; in mathematics they developed
basic instruments such as the multiplication tables; and in
art and literature they created some of the greatest masterpieces ever known.
Needless to say, the temperament of the Greeks was
more conducive to the writing of imaginative literature.
With their organized thinking, the Latin speaking peoples
modeled all their works after the Greek literature, yet in
many ways and for many reasons they equalled and even

7

surpassed their predecessors.

They borrowed ideas without

conscience, yet their ability to adapt those ideas to their
own circumstances produced a literature entirely different.
Horace, the Roman poet and satirist, sums up their thinking
in this way;
Ye, who seek finished models, never cease,
By day and night, to read the works of Greece (16:5).
The Romans rivaled one another--not in originality of ideas,
but in originality in the treatment of Greek ideas.
Perhaps because the Romans were more practical and
more sincerely noble, because their language was expressive,
forcible, and precise, their literature shows a vigor and
individuality which has made it endure.
In reviewing the literature of those who lived in
ancient times, one realizes the importance of this great
heritage.

Here are partial answers, at least, to the

questions What is man?
What is knowledge?

What has man done?

If the old adage,

11

What is truth?

Experience is the

best teacher, 11 may be used, we find all the experiences of
the past laid before our eyes in this ancient literature.

CHAPTER II
GREEK LITERATURE

What does Homer say to us today?

Why is it that this

man who spoke a language long dead, a man whose very existence
we are not certain of, has brought us stories as fresh and
engrossing as they were some 2400 years ago?

Homer was a

master storyteller and creator of characters.

He had a

straightforward, swift style which catches the imagination
of his readers and takes them directly to the field of battle.
Homer knew people and he squarely faced the problems of his
day.

Strangely enough, the basic problems which faced Homer

are still facing civilized man.

Poverty, religion, war, law,

social castes, and the status of women are social problems
which man, even now, is attempting to solve.
Many have chosen Homer as their model, but few have
achieved his genius in characterization.
enthusiastic and eager for glory 1n

~

Achilleus was
Iliad; Ulysses showed

practical wisdom and curiosity in The Odyssey.

These traits

can be found among men today, and how better can he learn
than through the experiences of others before him.

It is

fortunate for each succeeding generation that it may look
back on what has gone before.

Matthew .Arnold has stated that

all poets might look back on the four cardinal qualities
found in Homer's poetry:

plainness of thought, plainness of

9

style, nobleness, and rapidity (4:159).
Modern civilization has become so accustomed to drama
in its various phases that we scarcely consider our benefactor
of this form of art.

Nor do we realize that some of the most

modern stagecraft techniques were originated by the Greeks two
and a half centuries ago.
Aeschylus, who once stated that all his words were
the mere crumbs from Homer's table, was the first of the
Greek dramatists whose works have survived (10:182).

The

gods of the elements were still powerful in the mind of
Aeschylus, a deeply religious man, who might be called the
god-intoxicated poet.

Thomas Hardy is frequently compared

to Aeschylus because of his comparable style.

Both of these

men had a mission to interpret the ways of the world to the
reader or audience (12:1-16).
Sophocles, Aeschylus' successor, was more concerned
with man, yet he clung to the tragic art and lofty ideals
of Aeschylus.

Euripides followed the thinking of Protagoras

and openly scorned the belief in the gods, except i n ~
Bacchae, one of his later plays.

While Aeschylus painted a

picture of man as he should be, Euripides painted him as he
was.

Considered the representative poet of the last of the

fifth century, Euripides served as a model for many Roman
poets.

He served as a model for Shakespeare's Macbeth and

the father of classical tragedies in France (12:163).
Although Euripides is not considered the best poet-playwright

10

today, he was the embodiment of the spirit of his age.

He

appeals to the modern reader because his works have a modern
tone unusual for his time.
In studying the three great tragic poets, Aeschylus,
Sophocles, and Euripides, we see a passing parade of the
religious beliefs of their age.
has the opportunity to teach?
no other writer can.

Who more than the playwright
He reaches the people 1n a way

In Aeschylus' Oresteian Trilogy, we see

the worship of many gods.

11

Let good prevailn was the overall

theme, a theme still predominant.

These people believed that

man had power. to lead his life as he chose, yet the gods were
all-powerful in his ultimate fate.

They believed the gods

would be angered if they failed to get revenge for a wrong
done them.

11

.An eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth,

a primary belief throughout the ancient Greek period.

11

was

There

was human sacrifice to the gods upon occasion, such as
Agamemnon's sacrificing his daughter for the sake of his
people.

In Aeschylus' Cheophori, we find the lines (33:126):
For none can long
Scorn regard of right and wrong,
Break the holy laws of Heaven,
And hope to find his deed forgiven.

This theme may very well fit into twentieth century religion.
The religious beliefs found 1n Sophocles' Theban plays
show a progression from the idea that many gods prevailed
over man's life to that of the importance of man himself.
Although Oedipus' fate was predestined by Apollo, Oedipus

11
proved his own power and strength.
way he was to meet his fate.

He had power over the

In Antigone, we find the line,

"You are a victim of your own self-will, 11 an idea absent from
the earlier literature.

Also from Antigone (35:157):

What is the life of man? A thing not fixed
For good or evil, fashioned for praise or blame.
It seems unlikely to dramatists today that many of the
stage techniques now used were invented 1n the fourth century
B.C.

The development of the drama is a study in itself, and

will be touched upon here only briefly.
Much of the following general information was found
in five key works (11, 15, 23, 24, 27).

Toward the end of

the life of Aeschylus, the classic stage techniques had taken
some form.

It is true there were limitations in the unity

of action, encroachments on the placement of characters, and
lapse of time between scenes.

But the amazing things done to

make the action feasible can teach the modern producer lessons
none other can teach.

There were no curtains to be drawn at

the end of a scene; there were no lights to create special
effects.

But when Aeschylus' Promestheus was bound to the

rock and sank into the abyss below, a huge rock was placed
on the stage, an imitation Promestheus was bound to that
rock, and it all sank from sight.

Evidences lead us to

believe that pulleys and invisible cranes were used to create
realistic effects.

Painted scenery was used for some of

Aeschylus' later plays, then frequently 1n the plays of
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Euripides.

The revolving stage, a device comparatively new

in present civilization, is believed to have been used during
the life of Euripides.

The Greeks made it possible for the

players to be carried through the air by means of invisible
ropes or wires in a crane or

11

mechani. 11

The Theater-in-the

Round or Penthouse Theater, which has become universally
popular in America within the last twenty years, is a copy
of the Athenian theater.

The University of Washington drama

department, under the leadership of John Conway, is credited
with having revived this type of stage.

The theater during

the classical period can hardly be called primitive.

In

many ways it was as modern as that of the twentieth century.

CHAPTER III
ROMil" LITERATURE
Who is to say which literature is the greater, the
Greek or the Roman?

There are those who would believe that

without Homer we would have nothing, while some think the
real contribution came to us through the Roman literature
and Virgil.

Greek literature was created by word of mouth

through stories and songs.

In these writers, there was

spontaneous desire for imaginative expression.

On the other

hand, for the Romans, the form was ready-made and the desire
for expression was second-hand.
It is safe to say, however, that although all Roman
literature was modeled upon the Greek, Plautus and Terence
founded the theater as we know it today.

It is because of

these two writers of comedy that we know about life and
times in Rome during the second century B.C.

Plautus shows

the spirit of Rome in his comedies, a blend of Greece and
Rome.

No single author had so great an influence on later

comedy down to the present day.
writing of Moliere's

~

Miser.

His Aulularia prompted the
Shakespeare's Comedy of

Errors was patterned from Plautus' Menaechme (6:185).

Sound

effects were of extreme importance to Plautus, and it is
said that he

11

explo1ted the dramatic possibilities of rhythm

as no writer before or after has done" (16:24).
While Demosthenes was the greatest Athenian orator,

14
Cicero was the greatest in Rome.

For a millennium and a half,

his language was the language of the Western civilization.
Cicero excelled not only in oratory, but he was a farmer,
scholar, essayist, soldier, patriot, and philosopher.

His

influence introduced a deep interest in rhetoric in the Roman
civilization, and his speeches made a tremendous impact upon
century after century of Western thought.

Michael Grant

feels that the Renaissance could hardly have come into
existence without his speeches and essays, fifty eight of
which have survived.

Cicero brought speech training into

education, brought the humanities into importance, and is
considered characteristic of the best thought of Greece and
Rome (16:175-185).
For a thousand years Virgil was considered the world's
greatest poet.
great poet.

T.

s.

Eliot believes he is the only truly

None can equal him (13:20).

Matthew .A.mold

feels he is inadequate--does not do justice to the great
period in which he lived (4:34).

Philo Buck believes that

although his Aeneid follows Homer too closely, Virgil's
complete works wrote the elegy and the tragedy of the death
of the old classical world (6:299).

Views differ, but be it

as it may, Milton, Wordsworth, Edmund Spencer, and Thomas
Gray used Virgil's poetry as a model for some of their most
important poetry.

CHAPTER IV
OONSERVATIVES VERSUS PROGRESSIVES
Answer to the problem, What is the importance of the
classics in our lives today? varies with two different
schools of thought.

It is a conflict between the conserva-

tive or cultural point of view and the progressive or
experimental point of view.

This 2000 year old debate

involves philosophy, psychology, and sociology.

Many of the

issues were discussed by Plato and Aristotle, yet circumstances
in the twentieth century would make us believe they are more
pertinent in the modern world.
Numerous references could be made to those who support
each of these schools of thought, although any brief
definition of the points of view would call for argument.
Matthew Arnold and R. M. Hutchins are widely read for support
of the conservative point of view, while John Dewey and R.

s.

Lynd are advocates of the progressive.
Freeman Butts states that the progressives tend to
emphasize more immediate practical values of a political and
social nature, as well as the more specifically economic
value of training for a vocation and making a living (9::364).
In presenting the views of each of these groups, one
finds himself ultimately dealing with the field of education.
It is here that there is the greatest concern, for as the
youth are taught, so thinks the nation.

16
The theory of evolution takes on new importance in
considering these points, and it is no doubt a basic influence
in the thinking of the progressives or experimentalists.

This

theory proves that there is a steady progress through the
ages and that man must become adjusted to his environment.
How may he better adjust?

By learning to get along better

with his fellow-man and by becoming successful financially.
The character-building theory was developed as a means by
which the individual could be aided in accomplishing both of
these goals.

Building character, discovering hidden talents,

and developing latent abilities have taken precedence over
traditional training in the thinking of the progressives.
With financial success playing such an important part
in society today, there is a natural stress on learning ways
of ma.king money.

Instant financial success is ideal, and

college students are demanding to learn the tricks of the
trade.

According to H. M. Hutchins, all education, all

reading after formal education, is a utility to earn more
money.

A practical and vocational knowledge is tne trend of

the day (18:31).
Political problems of the twentieth century world
have an influence, too, on the trends in thinking.

With

democracy at stake and the fear that our freedom might be
lost, not only to an alien nation but within America itself,
pressures are brought to bear to preserve that freedom.

17
Rigid curriculums and strict discipline express authority of
the teacher over the pupil.

The student is being placed at

too great a disadvantage, his freedom suppressed.

Individual

differences are overlooked and training is for the masses
only.

To combat these undesirables, the experimentalists

advocate allowing the parents and students to have a voice
in the curriculum building.

It is their rightful privilege,

surely, and one to be encouraged rather than deplored.

The

argument, which will be discussed more fully later, is how
far shall this privilege be allowed to go in school policies.
Mortimer J. Adler has defined good education as being
that which is good for men at any time and place, because
they are men.

It is not that which is good for men in a

particular social and political order (2:428).
0n

Mr.

I

Adler s phrase,

II

because they are men, ti hinges

the argument the conservatives use to refute the views of
the experimentalists.

The thinking of the cultural point of

view might be summarized in this statement made by N. M.
Butler, President of Columbia University:
What one misses today is that background of good
manners, of correct and cultivated speech, of high
standards of appreciation in art and letters, that
general and kindly acquaintance with all that is best
in literature which has always constituted the tie
that binds together the men and women of ~enuine
educational insight and competence (8:124).
Perhaps modern society should re-evaluate basic
attitudes.

What is the ultimate aim of learning?

lies the happiness of man?

Wherein

With foresight, looking at the

18

overall picture, one can hope that our society can be directed
toward the common good for all.

Since, however, no change 1s

a complete or sudden one, man is often unaware of a transformation.

Many sociologists believe that one of the most

outstanding characteristics of modern society is that changing
conditions have broken down many of the most significant, most
profound ideas of the past.

The result is, logically,

confusion among educators, which in turn creates confusion
in youth.

Education strives to please, yet youth knows not

what it wants.

The task of the school in every society is

that of mediating between the learner and his culture.

It

would seem then that the only recourse for the educator is to
understand the change and make his choice with the largest
vision he can.

Many resent and resist these changes.

are confused and uncertain.

Many

And there are some who would

recommend a complete change from the old to the new.
The conservatives accuse experimentalists of believing
that as long as character is being developed and man is
learning how to live more congenially with his fellow-man,
the content of education is relatively unimportant.

Oan a

society endure if its individuals merely get along well with
others?

Specialists are important, yet without a common

knowledge, as basic culture, even professors cannot exchange
ideas except with those in their identical field.
College educators are feeling the pressure to teach
practical knowledge.

There is confusion, however, when they

19
find that the tricks of the trade are changing so rapidly that
without the basic knowledge of the profession, graduates find
themselves ill-equipped in their chosen field.

In time, this

utility method of teaching may very well lead to choosing
professors who have the greatest practical experience, not
basic knowledge in their field.
The right of the citizen to have a voice in educational
policies is an important one that he should be allowed to
exercise.

In the desire to be democratic, however, educators

feel they must design their teaching to the desires of the
parents and students.

They feel they must provide every

allied activity the student feels is necessary.
all, there should be freedom.

But above

The underlying misunderstanding

here is possibly in the terms used.

The voice of authority

is the voice of reason, not of autocracy; "discipline" does
not mean
in bonds.

11

regimentation 11 ; and freedom is by necessity freedom

CHAPTER V
SUMMARY AN"D CONCLUSIONS
The purpose of this study was to show ways in which
classical literature is important in our lives today, to
call attention to the two main schools of thought which
debate their value, and to disprove arguments which would
discount the classics as an important part of our learning.
Our erroneous notion of progress has thrown the
classics out of the curriculum and made education the servant
of any contemporary movement in society, regardless of how
short in duration it might be.

But for man to think and

act wisely, he must have wisdom which can be attained only
through study of the past as well as the present.

R. M.

Hutchins states:
If there are permanent studies which every person
who wishes to call himself educated should master; if
those studies constitute our intellectual inheritance,
then those studies should be the center of a general
education (18:70).
Frequently educators feel it necessary to acquaint
their students with the name of a great writer, yet not
require that he read that writer's works.

It is the attitude

of many that it is enough to include a small exerpt of a
writer's work, merely to show how far we have advanced.
This is putting the wrong slant on the worth of the material.
Education should connect students with the present

21

and the future as well as with the past.

There should be

permanent studies which include those books which have
through the centuries attained the dimensions of a classic.
Many were written in the ancient and medieval periods of
history, but even these are contemporary.
contemporary in every age.

A classic is

Why shouldn't every person, not

just the scholars, know of the colossal triumph of the
Greeks and Romans?
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